company analogous to the English Opera Group. Such a company would concentrate in part on plays having dif®culty in ®nding a production with commercial companies. This included work by Ronald Duncan himself, thought by some to be a major talent. Blacksell wrote to Harewood on 4 January 1954 to say that`I think it is most important to put on a play by Ronnie if at all possible. I believe his work is a major contribution to our time so that the Festival performs an important function in giving him an audience . . . since it is dif®cult to see how he can out-Rattigan Rattigan in the West End.' 2 This intriguing letter also demonstrates that the primary backer of the venture was Sir Reginald Kennedy-Cox, who was taking advice from Hugh Hunt. Kennedy-Cox, Chairman of the Salisbury Arts Theatre, had put up £2,000, with a proviso which was to cause dif®culty in the early years of the Court, that a young prote Â ge Â of his, George Selway, play a major part. In speaking of this years later, Devine described Kennedy-Cox as a`weird man . . . who was friendly with Ronnie and he was a sort of rather a rich, old queer, and he said he would support the thing because it was going to give encouragement to new, young talent. I said to Tony,``I know what that means.'' And of course, sure enough, three days later there came a letter saying he was very interested in this young actor called X.' 3 Also evident here is Lewenstein, the budding impresario. It t h e r o y a l c o u r t a n d t h e m o d e r n s t a g e was an aspect of his work which caused some uneasiness later at the Court. Here he advised Duncan that they should First get Sir Reginald's money tied up. Second see if we can cast either or both plays in such a way as to justify a West End production . . . Thirdly, if we cannot get West End names, then arrange a production at the Embassy and, if we are still in time, also combine this with a production at the Festival.
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By 29 April, the position was that Bloom, Badel and Michael
Redgrave had turned the offer down. Paul Sco®eld was next and
Trevor Howard after that. Hugh Hunt, still very much on the scene, gave the plays to Donald Sinden, who was apparently keen. This was, however, not for an Embassy production; the initial drive was to the West End and not any form of fringe or experimental theatre.
5 By now, Lewenstein was moving towards presenting the work himself at the Embassy. He also, importantly, proposed that a company be formed. t h e r o y a l c o u r t a n d t h e m o d e r n s t a g e the existing organisation`English Theatre Guild', and accordingly we have fallen back on our second choice, which is Blond by now had begun the kind of work he was good at. A private meeting between him, Duncan and Esdaile had been held on 12 November to discuss the circumstances of the Kingsway. Esdaile's projected costs were between £65,000 and £75,000. He was prepared to let the theatre for forty-two years at a rental of £5,000 per annum for the sum of £60,000. Writing to Blond on 12 November, Esdaile's solicitor, said that`Mr Esdaile knows that the English Stage Co Ltd have no ®nance as yet but . . . he could, no doubt, arrange for a substantial part of the consideration to be left on mortgage . . . if they could get together £15,000±20,000 they could, in six to eight months'
t h e r o y a l c o u r t a n d t h e m o d e r n s t a g e Devine accepted the part of Artistic Director, thousands of copies of the piece were ordered for publicising purposes.
Lewenstein accurately points up the ironies of the situation and the offer to Devine to become the ®rst Artistic Director of the ESC:
George had to be interested, though it came from such an unlikely source. I say`unlikely' because George Devine's career had been at the centre of English theatrical life. Starting off as President of OUDS, he had worked with all the great names:
Laurence Olivier, Peggy Ashcroft, Michael Redgrave. Although there had always been an unconventional side to his character, he was basically an`insider' whereas we of the ESC, even Ronnie, were theatrical`outsiders'. George Devine belonged to the central magic circle, we did not. The following day, Duncan wrote to Devine to say that`George The stage must have space and air and freedom from the trappings which are used to pretend that it is something which it is not. In an indoor theatre must be created the same state of frankness and clarity which appertains to an architectural open air theatre.
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t h e r o y a l c o u r t a n d t h e m o d e r n s t a g e `Percy' Harris's comments are incisive. not to try and conceal construction but to make it part of the design: in fact to feature it as being the leading part of the design because in fact it is. And not decorate it or hide it or put something on the other side to balance it or pretend it is something else: in fact not to pretend at all, which is something to do with the basis of your idea.
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Tony Richardson's notes react strongly and positively to Devine's notion, as expressed on 6 January, of giving the stage`air and freedom'.
As he puts it,`This seems to me the ®rst major attempt to re-evaluate the theatre design in contemporary terms.' For Richardson, the notes by Devine`conceive the theatre in our terms and align it with the whole contemporary movement in architecture and it's there I'm sure the future must lie'.
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By 23 January the notes achieve some sort of synthesis. Devine is also, from hard-won experience, realistic:`I use the words``fought for'' advisedly because I am sure it will be dif®cult to convince people that it will be worth while to do the work, and to ®nd the way to ®t such ideas into a theatre which will, in all likelihood, be structurally conventional.' 27 He still had not received the plans of the Kingsway.
The ®nal version of the memorandum was sent to Harewood and Duncan. They were extremely enthusiastic and proposed`a drawing Ray. When Devine asked to meet Ray, Esdaile said bluntly that it was not Devine's business. Harewood and his committee`were really seriously concerned to hear of such a show of hand from Esdaile, which con®rms the fears that I for one have had all along . . . how can we accept such an appointment without the backing of our Artistic Director ± and why should we? It seems to me crucial that Devine should be concerned in the selection of all senior personnel.' This worry is critical. The struggle involved here stands for the overall struggle of the emerging job of Artistic Director of a theatre in the modern world, and Harewood, as always, was sensitive to it. Esdaile has so far acted exclusively as the vendor of the property we want to acquire, not at all as one of our directors. I myself can only view this latest effort to force one of his nominees on us without an t h e r o y a l c o u r t a n d t h e m o d e r n s t a g e interview with the artistic head of the enterprise as something to be strongly resisted. We ± and that includes Esdaile ± have chosen Devine as the man to give practical and artistic expression to the Company's objects, and we must rely on his enormous theatrical knowledge and experience to help us. 
Coincidences, 1954±1956
Despite talk of the Court, the work on the Kingsway went on and a party to launch the Company was announced for 20 July in the Kingsway itself. The Council for 18 July was introduced to a Paul Anstey who undertook to decorate the theatre in`an appropriate way'.
He had a plan`for making the auditorium look as if the builders were really in, with ladders, pots of paint, odd bits of scenery and builders' materials lying around'. An elaborate deception was about to take place. In the same meeting, Esdaile offered the ESC its eventual home. t h e r o y a l c o u r t a n d t h e m o d e r n s t a g e I¯ipped naturally, with the history of that theatre and said, sure' . . . I went round and the place was in a frightful mess. It was very poorly re-installed. Esdaile kept saying,`It's a lovely theatre, beautiful condition, the switchboard . . .' Well you couldn't touch the switchboard without getting a 1,000-volt shock . . . But I wasn't telling them . . . I wasn't really going to be fool enough to tell them what it was going to cost them to put the place in order.
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By this stage, the launch of the ESC had taken place in the shell of the Kingsway on 21 July, at which gathering the purpose of the new venture was explained. By 8 August, the ESC had formally accepted the invitation to move into the Court. The lease was for thirty-®ve years at the rate of £5,000 per annum; a capital payment immediately of £5,000, and the repayment of another £20,000 over ten years.
Devine had concerns and requests very quickly; on 15 August he wrote to ask Blond about the chances of acquiring the derelict cottages at the back of the theatre. No one had told George Fearon, the Press Of®cer, of the move to the Court. He was, not unreasonably, angry at going ahead with publicity for the Kingsway, only to ®nd it a waste of time. It is one of the few Coincidences, 1954±1956 times Fearon was entitled to sympathy. He wrote to Poke on 5
October to say he was`Furious! More Furious!! Most Furious!!!'. On 15 November, Devine sent to Harewood`Plan Z set out properly: no longer Z, I think, but THE plan! I think it is good.' 52 The note makes clear that Devine and Harewood were allies, and that Duncan was already a problem. After asking Harewood to get it typed (Devine was on tour in Newcastle), the letter says`If you do so, I
t h e r o y a l c o u r t a n d t h e m o d e r n s t a g e
